Indira Gandhi national Open University (IGNOU) is an apex body for open and distance learning (ODL) system in India. The university has nation-wide operation and pioneer in distance education. IGNOU has an hqrs, 67 Regional Centres and about 3400 Study Centres throughout India. The study centres are the academic contact point for distance learners and the university engages around 54,000 academic counsellors for giving learner support to the heterogeneous distance learners.
INTRODUCTION
Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institutions emerged in a developing country like India to promote higher education and play a vital role in accommodating the aspirants, especially adult learners in getting accommodated in the higher education sector.
99
The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in higher education in India is around 17% at present and this is well below the world average of 24%.
It is opined that ODL system is the answer in the developing country like India to raise the GER in higher education and in this context ODL system gains much significance in the present scenario. Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), functioning at the national level for almost three decades, made considerable progress and gives equity and access to those who could not join the formal mode of higher education.
IGNOU is an apex institution for coordinating and maintaining standards of ODL in the country. At present, IGNOU is a system leader in India serving 3 million distance learners and enrolling 0.6 million learners every year. The learner support is managed by a network of 67 Regional Centres and around 3400 study centres all over the country with the support of 54,000 qualified academic counsellors drawn from conventional system of higher learning (IGNOU Profile, 2013). IGNOU has given importance to multimedia technologies like VCD, Gyan Vani radio broadcast, Gyan Darshan TV Channel, Teleconferencing and two-way video-conferencing facilities as supplement media besides the print material (self-learning material). However, the target learners of IGNOU are adult learners having different social, economic, educational backgrounds.
The marginalized sections of the society including those from rural and minority backgrounds are being served by IGNOU. Therefore, it is not surprising that the heterogeneous distance learners of IGNOU prefer to attend the face-to-face academic counseling at the study centres and the academic counselors' at the study centres are considered as the link between IGNOU and the distance learners.
As a result it is not a far reaching idea to arrive at the fact that the academic counselors' at the study centres of IGNOU have a very important role in the management of academic counseling sessions as well as in maintaining the quality of ODL. On other hand, the learners of IGNOU also see a human face at the study centre in the form of academic counselors'.
ACADEMIC COUNSELLING IN IGNOU
The levels of programmes offered at IGNOU are Certificate, Diploma, Bachelors and Masters Degree. The number of programmes offered at these levels is around 200. The university decides the study hours or workload of learners' based upon the number of credits. For instance, a learner has to work for 16 credits (1credit =30 study hours) for six months certificate programmes whereas the workload for study is 32 credits for programmes of one year duration. In case of programmes of more than one year duration, the study work load is in multiples of 32 credits (i.e., 3x32 =96 for Bachelors' degree programme.)
In IGNOU, out of the total study hours in terms of credits to be completed, 10% of the studies hours are covered through the face-to face academic counselling at the study centres. The remaining 90% of the study hours is to be undertaken by learners through self-study with the help of Self-Learning Materials (SLM), writing assignments, getting multimedia support etc.
Even though, the counseling sessions allotted are very minimal, only during the counseling sessions the learners come into direct contact with the academic counsellor and their peer groups. For any distance learner, the academic counseling sessions are very important. The sessions are meant for Informing, Advising and Counseling (Koul and Bhatt, 1989) . As per Koul, 1989 , informing is defined as giving relevant information about the institution and programme of study and it is largely independent of the learner.
Advising is considered as the extending response as per the requirements and needs of the individual learner and always is learner dependent. In case of counseling, it is defined as the help or the guidance given to the learner and it is again learner dependent and neither knowledge nor institution based.
The academic counseling can cover both academic and non-academic components from at the various stages like at pre-entry, during entry to the programme, during the course of study, at the time of examination and during post-study (Koul,1989 ).
An in-depth picture of academic counseling comprises of Tutoring and Counselling. In fact both the terms are interchangeable. Tutoring primarily deals with academic component in enabling learning whereas the term counselling deals with communication both at the academic as well as at non-academic levels and learner-centred. In academic counseling, the emphasis is to be given more to the non-academic communication and tutoring should be restricted to minimum possible level. The reason is that the SLM in IGNOU provides the entire content and course requirement in a structured and programmed format.
In a nutshell, academic counseling is to cover the following components:
Ø Helping Ø Guiding Ø Motivating Ø Supporting Ø Enabling Learning Ø Creating dialogue with learners
EXPECTATIONS OF ACADEMIC COUNSELLORS IN IGNOU
The academic counsellors are the vital link between the distance learners and the institution. They are only the human link during study period at the study centres and in spite of the fact that the academic counselling sessions are minimal in IGNOU, the sessions are expected to create vibrant interactivity for the learners with both the counsellors and peer groups. In IGNOU, the academic counsellors are the faculty members drawn from the conventional higher education system. Consequently, the academic counsellors have the dual role to play in their twin job profiles. During the first five to six week days, they are classroom teachers and during week-ends, they have to play the role of academic counsellors in the ODL system. It is well known that the conventional system of higher education is teacher-oriented while the ODL system is learner-oriented. The classroom teaching strategies of formal system cannot be practiced or implemented in an ODL system. In such a situation, the counsellors drawn from formal system tend to have the mind set towards lecture-orientation rather than learner-orientation. This led to a situation where the academic counsellors of ODL system require continuous training and re-training in ODL system. The training needs of academic counsellors and notions of academic counseling were the focus of study as early as in 1996 (Murugan, 1996 The ability of counsellors to deal with the complexities of academic counselling (counselling and tutoring) and provide distance teaching to learners was also formed part of a study (Srivastava and Reddy, 2002) . In addition, an in-depth analysis was made (Mishra, 2005) to spell out the list of generic competencies required to perform as an academic counsellor in ODL.
Similarly, the key five attributes like inquiry, creativity, technological capabilities, entrepreneurial and moral leadership for enhancing the competencies of academic counsesllors are discussed in a recent study (Das and Ghosh, 2011).
From the above studies, it is pertinent that the much significance is attached to the aspects like skills, competencies and attributes to be a successful academic counsellor in an ODL system. It was way backing (Koul, 1989) Having traced the studies made about the skills, attributes, attributes, competencies to be fulfilled by the academic counsellors in ODL system, the moot or very important question comes to the mind is-Is it possible to act as an effective academic counsellor with the training and competencies gained?. As far the experience goes in IGNOU, the academic counsellors are subject to regular orientation or training in the various aspects related to the academic counselling. However, still the academic counsellors engaged are not able to meet the complete expectations of ODL system, especially in IGNOU.
The first reason is that there may be lack of application of skills gained in the training programmes at the time of the academic counselling sessions and there may be a lot of scope on the part of academic counsellors to improve the delivery of academic counseling sessions. Secondly, the academic counsellors feel that the sessions are meant to deal with the academic communication (tutoring) and in the process the significance of the term 'counselling' is to a greater extent got obliterated. Therefore, the expected role of an academic counselor is not fully reflected in the sessions. If so, the following questions emerge:
Ø What is expected from an academic counsellor in ODL system Ø Is the academic counsellor able to think out-of-box and offer solutions to the distance learners Ø Is the learner satisfied with the academic counsellor during the sessions Ø Whether the academic counsellor is able to disseminate learner-linked information Ø Is the academic counsellor maintain the quality of the sessions as per ODL norms Ø Is it possible for university like IGNOU to impart training to such a massive number of counsellors across the country?
It is felt that the academic counsellor, besides acquiring skills and competencies, have to show inclination, self-interest and commitment towards the ODL system. They have to comprehend the fact that ODL system is learner-oriented and the emphasis is on learning and not teaching. The term Learning is defined as thinking, doing and practice. Apart from this, understanding the difference between tutoring and counseling must be uppermost in their mind and the focus should be towards counseling the learners including personal communication.
If these are to be fulfilled, then the counsellors are to be well informed about the ODL system, its sub-systems, and role of different stakeholders in the system, institutional profile, learners profile and their responsibilities during counseling sessions. This is possible only if there is a package of information system available or information system developed for whole gamut of activities taking place in ODL or IGNOU.
INFORMATION SYSTEM FOR ACADEMIC COUNSELLORS
Basically, the information is an important component in all spheres of life. The allpervasive information is most applicable to ODL institutions as the communication between the learners and the institution is the central point of focus in the learner support. In such a context, the success of the ODL system in IGNOU relies on how well the information sought by the learners is disseminated.
If the distance learner is not able to get updated information or delay in getting right information, the purpose of ODL methodology is defeated. In such a situation, the learner suffers due to lack of information and gets de-motivated in the self-study.
This leads to a tendency of not able to keep progress in the study and the probability of getting the studies postponed or thinking of dropping-out looms large in the minds of distance learners.
To avoid and keep the distance learners motivation and their confidence high in the selfstudy, the academic counsellors, who meet the distance learners during the face-to face academic counseling sessions, must possess comprehensive information about the ODL or IGNOU system and procedures so as to set a right path to meet the expectations of the learners.
Therefore, a paradigm shift is required in the functions performed by the academic counsellors to maintain quality in a system like IGNOU where both quantity and quality have to be balanced. Therefore, it becomes imperative to develop a comprehensive information system for academic counsellors in ODL system with special reference to IGNOU for their capacity building. The management of information is utmost important for the counsellors to succeed in their role and responsibilities in dealing with distance learners, who till they complete their study always are in need of one or other type of information. It is a well known fact the whole gamut of information to be covered is wide in any ODL system in view of the fact that the operational network in any ODL system is not confined to a few activities and departments. It is an inter-link of various systems and sub-systems. In light of these facts, this study makes an analysis of information needs from the distance learners' perspective and builds an Information System, classifying the information into domains and sub-domains for the easy identification and classification of information for the academic counsellors.
The aim of developing such an information system for the academic counsellors is to build a repository of ready reference information which becomes handy for them in responding to any systemic ODL query posed by the learners in counselling sessions: 
